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The federal government has launched a series of initiatives to revamp the country's microcredit
system to allow small and medium-sized businesses and independent entrepreneurs to obtain lowinterest loans more easily. Under the initiatives, which commit 15 billion pesos (US$1.54 billion)
for 2001, the government will disburse the funds via the newly created Programa Nacional de
Microcreditos, through government development banks like Nacional Financiera (NAFIN), and
through the country's system of informal credit unions. As part of the initiative, President Vicente
Fox's administration has created a subministry within the Secretaria de Economia to ensure that the
new programs are managed effectively.

New microcredit program to serve 50,000 borrowers
The new microcredit program, modeled on a similar program Fox implemented while governor
of Guanajuato state, will emphasize supporting the credit needs of 50,000 independent businesses
known as "changarros," or companies that have 15 or fewer employees. "The goal of the Fox
administration is both to strengthen microcredits and increase the life expectancy of these small
businesses," said Maria del Carmen Diaz Amador, director of the new microcredit program.
Diaz said microcredit programs have proven successful in Mexico and other parts of the world
because borrowers tend to repay their debts. "They have a 98% rate of repayment, which is much
greater than the commercial-banking sector," said Diaz. The governments of San Luis Potosi and
Mexico states and Mexico City have implemented their own microcredit programs. Mexico City
Mayor Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador announced his microcredit program shortly after the federal
program was set in motion. The program in the capital will be more attractive than the federal
alternative, with individual loan amounts ranging between 2,000 pesos (US$206) and 45,000 pesos
(US$4,639), compared with a range from 1,000 pesos (US$103) to 15,000 pesos (US$1,546) in the
federal program.
In addition, the Mexico City plan will charge interest rates of 2.8% monthly, compared with
7% for the federal program. Mexico City economic development secretary Alejandro Encinas
acknowledged that Lopez Obrador's program has some political motivations because it is directed at
the same constituencies as those targeted by the federal program. "There could be some competition
between the federal and the Mexico City programs," Encinas told the weekly news magazine
Proceso. "But I hope this does not take the focus away from the purpose of the programs, which is to
serve the needs of the people."

Government to strengthen independent credit unions
The federal government's initiatives also include strengthening the country's system of independent
credit unions and savings cooperatives. Confidence in these institutions, known as cajas de ahorro,
has eroded because of several cases of fraud. The most prominent case of fraud involved that of Jose
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Cirilo Ocampo Verdugo, who defrauded tens of thousands of account holders in 25 informal credit
unions he started in 25 states in Mexico (see SourceMex, 2000-10-04).
The Ocampo case prompted Congress to push for legislation to regulate these institutions (see
SourceMex, 2000-12-20). The Fox administration, which continues to work with Congress to help
ensure the safety of funds deposited in informal credit unions and savings cooperatives, has
announced new regulations to govern their operation. These institutions, which were previously
unregulated, will now be supervised directly by the Secretaria de Hacienda y Credito Publico
(SHCP). Finance Secretary Francisco Gil Diaz said a strengthened informal savings sector provides
an alternative for small businesses to obtain loans.
Under the current system, only 37 of every 100 Mexicans have access to loans from the commercial
banking sector, Gil Diaz said. Other forms of community banking have emerged in recent years,
such as Servicios Financieros Comunitarios (FinComun). This institution, which has 13,000 members
in the cities of Ciudad Netzahualcoyotl and Ixtapalapa in Mexico state, recently announced a
financing agreement with the US Agency for International Development (USAID). Under this plan,
USAID will guarantee 50% of the US$2.5 million FinComun will loan over the next several months.
The Fox administration is also planning to revamp other credit programs like those offered by
government lender Nacional Financiera (NAFIN) to increase attention to the needs of small and
medium-sized businesses. NAFIN is planning to provide 10 billion pesos (US$1.03 billion) in these
types of loans this year, with amounts increased gradually at least through 2005. "The plan is for
NAFIN to offer loans to 350,000 microenterprises and small and medium-sized businesses over the
next four years," said deputy economy secretary Juan Bueno Tenorio. [Note: Peso-dollar conversions
in this article are based on the Interbank rate in effect on Feb. 28, reported at 9.70 pesos per US
$1.00] (Sources: Notimex, 02/19/01; Excelsior, 02/20/01; El Financiero, 02/20/01, 02/21/01; The News,
Novedades, 02/21/01; La Jornada, El Economista, 02/20- 22/01; Reforma, 02/20-23/01; Proceso,
02/25/01; El Universal, 02/20/01, 02/21/01, 02/26/01)
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